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DANGEROUS PERSUASIONS
Correspondence as Presence
in
Clarissa
Charles E. Gobin

I knew it to be a dangerous thing for two single persons of
different sexes to enter into familiarity and correspondence
with each other; since, as to the latter, must not a person be
capable of premeditated art who can sit down to write, and not
write from the heart?—and a woman to write her heart to a
man practised in deceit, or even to a man of some character,
what advantage does it give him over her?
Anna Howe, in Clarissa

larissa is a story of absence and presence. It is the story of
a young woman's absence from her family, from herself,
and finally from the man who violates her presence. It is
likewise the story of a man's attempts to control the
presence of another while remaining absent himself, and of his denial
that this other presence has invaded his absence. If this sounds like a
religious mystery, it is. It is caught up in the doctrine of the atone
ment, in which a fully present God allows his presence to be violated
as an expiation for those who are absent, and in the sacrament of
' Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, ed. Angus Ross (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), 748.
Subsequent references will be in text.

92

1650-1850

communion, in which an absent God becomes fully present to those
who physically consume him.
To borrow a phrase from Robert Adams Day, Clarissa is also a
story "told in letters," which serve as a paradigm for the above
mysteries. Letters are substitutionary presences, marking the places of
absent correspondents;they "enter" into their recipients' interiors; and,
as they pass back and forth, they form a third presence, a "correspon
dence," between the two writers.
Bruce Redford, exploring letter-writing as an act of presence,
quotes from an intriguingletter from Richardson toSophia Westcomb:
I make no scruple to aver, that a correspondence by letters,
written on occasions of necessary absence, and which leaves
a higher joy still in hope, which presence takes away, gives
the most desirable opportunities of displaying the force of
friendship, that can be wished for by a friendly heart. This
correspondence is, indeed, the cement of friendship: it is
friendship avowed under hand and seal: friendship upon
bond, as I may say: more pure, yet more ardent, and less
broken in upon, than personal conversation can be even
amongst the most pure, because of the deliberation it allows,
from the very preparation to, and action of writing....Who
then shall decline the converse of the pen? The pen that
makes distance, presence; and brings back to sweet remem
brance all the delights of presence; which makes even
presence but body, while absence becomes the soul.^
One need not be a post-structuralist to think of the ways Richardson's
language turns on itself when applied to Clarissa. Writing is absence,
joining force and desire under the deceptive title of friendship. It is
"friendship...under hand and seal: friendship upon bond... more pure,
yet more ardent, and less broken into." This is a dangerous definition
of correspondence (and of sex), depending upon the observance of
common conventions by two parties who are not present to one
another: it assumes the crucial requirement of mutual trust, in which
vulnerability is not abused. As Terry Castle describes letter writing:
^ Bruce Redford, The Converse of the Pen: Acts of Intimacy in the Eighteenth-Century Familiar
Letter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 1.
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This great project shared by each fictional correspon
dent—the inscription of subjective experience—is a shock
ingly compromised (and compromising) activity. It is fraught
•with dangers, and thrusts one into complex, potentially
destructive human transactions.'
A pen that can "make distance, presence" and can "remember all the
delights of presence" is also a pen that can deceive both the writer and
the reader. It can deceive them into thinking that "absent" intimacy is
the same as "present" intimacy. It allows for self-centered fantasy to
become confused with real physical desire.
The absence of the pen existentializes presence, leaving an
innocent like Clarissa -vulnerable to abuse, and a naive rake like
Lovelace open to the deception that his own self-presence is the only
reality. Lovelace is the worst incarnation of Richardson's definition:
he uses Clarissa's letters to seal her fate, to bind her to his will, to
parody ardor in his pursuit of her purity, and to break in upon her
confidence (in both senses of the word) as a prelude to breaking in upon
her body. In forcing his presence upon her, he drives her to absent
herself from all that she understands presence to be: family, chastity,
marriage, and finally physical life. And yet, as he forces her to
"correspond" with him, he is unprepared for her discovery of the
"delights" of "corresponding" with another presence, one over whom
he has no control. He is equally unprepared for the effects her presence
has on his own after the rape. Hers is a "real presence" that literally
haunts him to death. Clarissa's "real presence" exposes his pitiful
ignorance of marriage, communion, and expiation. When he tries to
create presence without her participation, he defiles the eucharistic
host. Faced with his guilt, he attempts to be his own expiation for his
sins.
In contrast, Clarissa moves from a position of innocence, ignorant
of her own writing's power, to a position of "virtuosity" as a corre
spondent by the end of the novel. She learns how to act. Redford
observes that, like a good actor, a good correspondent must learn
"those constant adjustments of voice and mask, text and subtext, that

' Terry Castle, Clarissa's Ciphers: Meaning and Disruption in Richardson's "Clarissa" (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1982), 20.
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characterize epistolary performance.'"' Clarissa uses many of these
skills instinctively from the very beginning of the book, but Lovelace's
deceptive use of them against her forces her to learn how to use them
in her defense.
Learning to perform is a moral issue for her, since presenting an
untruth or creating an artifice is a violation of the rules of correspon
dence as she understands them. In her growth as a correspondent,
however, Clarissa comes to recognize and even embody the power of
language as metaphor. Murray Krieger's discussion of Renaissance
poetics applies equally well to the process Clarissa undergoes in the
course of the novel:
Presentation suggests that the signified itself is imported
bodily into the signifier as a presence. It is the act of present
ing, by which is meant the making-present of the person or
god who stands outside the language or the fiction or even
the allegory....The alternative is to have the god transcend a
discourse which, full only of deferral and deference, is itself
empty.^
For one as obsessed with the truth as Clarissa, manipulating meaning
to achieve an end does not come easily and creates a distance within
herself that she must fill by the end of the novel without compromising
herself, -the danger of which Castle warns. She manages this through
her skillful use of metaphor, that importation of absent signified into
present signifier. In mystical terms, she uses a lie to tell a truth that
cannot be told. She thus fulfills Redford's definition of the consum
mate correspondent:
The letter-writer is an actor, but a magician-^ctorwho works
on his audience by sustaining the illusion of physical pres
ence. Consequently the truest letter, we might say, is the
most feigning.^

•* Redford, Converse, 2.
^ Murray Krieger, Poetic Presence and Illusion; Essays in Critical History and Theory (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979), 7.
' Redford, Converse, 7.
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Clarissa uses correspondence not to force communion or consumma
tion but to learn both. She learns that only through repeated perfor
mance is a sense of commimication or communion built: "Sheer
copiousness testifies to a sense of vocation, a feeling that letter-writing
is not merely a stopgap enterprise, but rather a campaign for intimacy
with the other."'
For Clarissa, then, correspondence is sacramental. Sex and
communion are "corresponding acts": meaning-making activities that
accrue value through repetition. And in the process of corresponding,
she learns the expiatory role of her rape. She can be her own expiation,
because she is absent and present simultaneously. It does not "atone"
for her, but it does put to death the flesh, a necessary step in spiritual
transcendence. Thus, Clarissa's correspondence with Lovelace and the
"necessary absences" that occasion it force them to confront the illusion
of presence as they know it, convict them of their own absence, and
challenge them to a different presence—a challenge Clarissa accepts and
Lovelace refuses.
Clarissa takes her stage in a position of absence, and even though
this absence has made communication troublesome to her, it has in fact
given her more control than she realizes. Her presence is felt keenly by
her family with every letter she sends (in performance terms, she can
vary her entrances), and their knowing she is up there writing
(especially to hini) is a source of frustration to the family and a source
of power to her.
Although she is a powerful presence to her family, she is vulnera
ble to the "penetration" of Lovelace's letters. She confides to Anna:
"Really, my dear, were you to see his letter, you would think I had
given him great encouragement and were in direct treaty with him"
(117). She recognizes that containing Lovelace is dependent upon her
continued correspondence, and she sees that she is perched atop a
slippery slope:
For my own part, I am very uneasy to think how I have been
drawn on one hand, and driven on the other, into a clandes
tine, in short, into a mere lover-like correspondence, which
my heart condemns.

' Redford, Converse, 10.
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It is easy to see that if I do not break it off, Mr Love
lace's advantages by reason of my unhappy situation will
every day increase, and I shall be more and more entangled.
(117)

Clarissa's weakness is that she has little control over the conversa
tion at this point. Lovelace controls the flow of correspondence,
speeding it up and slowing it down to suit his purposes. Witness
Clarissa's reaction—first to the surfeit of Lovelace's pen:
I have another letter from Mr Lovelace, although I had not
answered his former. (126)
I have received two letters from Mr Lovelace, since his visit
to you; which made three that I had not answered. (240)
But here I have been down and already have another letter
from Mr Lovelace (The man lives upon the spot, I think): and
I must write to him either that I will or will not, stand to my
first resolution of escaping hence on Monday next. (348)
Then, second, to its stinginess:
There remains my letter still!...He knows how I am beset.
He knows not what may happen....The correspondence
might be discovered. (363)
Oh my dear! There yet lies the letter, just as I left it! Does
he think he is so sure of me! (363)
Having become entangled, Clarissa attempts to break the correspon
dence off:
I apprise him, "That I am connived at in sending this letter
(although no one has seen the contents), provided it shall be
the last I will ever write to him....On all these accounts, I
desire that the one more letter which I will allow him to
deposit in the usual place may be the very last." (127)
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When, having become entangled, Clarissa attempts to break the
correspondence off, Lovelace uses his physical presence to intimidate
her into continuing it. He surprises her at the woodshed:
And who should it be but Mr Lovelace! I could not scream
out (yet attempted to scream, the moment I saw a man; and
again when I saw who it was) for I had no voice; and had I
not caught hold of a prop, which supported the old roof, I
should have sunk. (166)
He has the distinct advantage of her, not only in the surprise, but in
forcing her into his presence. She is voiceless in this situation, and does
not have her usual prop, her pen. In correspondence, she has been on
an even field, in conversation she is caught off guard by his aggression:
He interrupted me here; he hoped I would forgive him for it;
but he could not help expressing his great concern that, after
so many instances of his passionate and obsequious devo
tion—
Not to be entirely silenced, Clarissa fights back:
And pray, sir, said I, let me interrupt you in my turn—Why
don't you assert, in still plainer words, the obligation you
have laid me under by this your boasted devotion? (166)
And she then attempts once again to break off their correspondence:
I then assured him that it was with infinite concern, that I
had found myself drawn into an epistolary correspondence
with him; And I hoped that he would not have the thought
of engaging me to carry it on, by menacing my relations.
(170)
Lovelace, in a performance repeated throughout the novel, claims to be
"absent" of mdice and then immediately "presents" his most intimidat
ing self. Clarissa paraphrases his answer to her concern above:
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He so much valued my free choice, he said, and my unbiased
favour,...that he should hate himself were he capable of a
view in intimidating me by so very poor a method. (170)

He continues:
And give me leave to say, that if a correspondence on which
I have founded all my hopes is at this critical conjuncture to
be broken off; and if you are resolved not to be provided
against the worst...Then will you be that Solmes's!—But, by
all that's sacred, neither he, nor your brother, nor your
uncles, shall enjoy their triumph-perdition seize my soul, if
they shall. (170)
Lovelace tells more truth here than he knows. This correspondence is
critical to him but not to Clarissa. And although he implies that he
will enjoy his triumph, ironically his triumph causes perdition to seize
his soul. He has cursed himself.
Clarissa is slow to realize that intimidation plays a key part in his
"art" of conversation: "This man has vexed me heartily. I see his
gentleness was art-, fierceness, and a temper like what I have been too
much used to at home, are nature in him" (269). The deception of
empty promises is also a chief part of his act. Clarissa tells Anna of the
conditions she has set for her proposed elopement with Lovelace:
I tell him...that he shall instantly leave me, and go to Lon
don, or to one of his uncle's seats; and (as he had promised)
not come near me, but by my leave; contenting himself with
a correspondence by letter only. (350) He, of course, tells her what she wants to hear:
Already have I an ecstatic answer, as I may call it, to my
letter. "He promises compliance in every article with my
will: approves of all I propose; particularly of the private
lodging." (356)
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The word ecstatic is appropriate, in that Lovelace is absent from this
answer, though it comes from him. He has no intention of complying
with her will.
In all of this, Lovelace intends to get Clarissa into his presence,
where she is robbed of her control over language. In the fateful scene
in the garden, we see a replaying of the same act he gave at the
woodshed:
I stepped to the garden door; and seeing a clear coast, un
bolted the ready-unlocked door—and there was he, all
impatience, waiting for me!
A panic, next to fainting seized me when I saw him. My
heart seemed convulsed; and I trembled so, that I should
hardly have kept my feet had he not supported me. [this time
he becomes her prop]
Fear nothing, dearest creature, said he!—Let us hasten
away!—The chariot is at hand!—And by this sweet condescen
sion, you have obliged me beyond expression, or return!
(374)
She attempts a rally, but is having to fight him physically this time, as
well as verbally:
Recovering my spirits a little, as he kept drawing me after
him, Oh Mr Lovelace, said I, I cannot go with youl—Indeed
I cannot!—I wrote you word so!—Let go my hand and you
shall see my letter. (374)
He specifically does not want to see her letter, however, and he does
not want her to talk. He wants to think, talk, and act for her: "Why
then, putting his arm round me and again drawing me with a gentle
force after him, do you hesitate a moment?" (375). Later in this same
letter, Clarissa confesses to Anna that she has made herself vulnerable
to this violence by her correspondence with him:
Oh the vile encroacher! how my indignation, at times, rises
at him! Thus to lead a young creature (too much indeed
relying upon her own strength) from evil to evil!—This last

100

1650-1850
evil, although the remote, yet sure consequence of my
first—my prohibited correspondence! (381)

One of the strengths she has been relying on is her assumption that
they have been corresponding according to the same rules, and that
talking and writing are equivalent actions. She believes, as she has been
taught, that in writing and conversation "an easy Complaisance, an
open Sincerity, and unaffected Good-nature, should appear in every
Place" (Redford 5). She does not, however, understand the power of
her previous, cloistered, position. While in her room she is able to
regulate, if not control, his contact with her. She can choose the fate
of his disembodied presence: she can destroy the letters or refuse to
answer them. More importantly, she can deceive herself into believing
that there is a "correspondence" where none exists.
When they meet in the garden, however, she "loses her voice."
She cannot think quickly enough to counter his well-laid snare. The
time for reflection she is accustomed to is gone. We might argue that
she has had time to think this out, but if we examine her letters to
Anna, contemplating this move, they show us someone who is toying
with an idea, not thinking seriously about a real action. Absence again
becomes a double-edged sword. It allows her to consider, to be seduced
into, a future that, were it to present itself to her physically, she would
surely reject. In fact, she does reject Lovelace when she meets him and
the "deception of absence" meets "real presence." Were she physically
able to resist, she would have. He, faced with the inability of linguistic
seduction to fully overcome her, must resort to force, as he does later.
It makes sense, then, to see this scene as the rape before the rape.
In a boast to Belford after the abduction, Lovelace suggests the
violence that will come:
Thou claimest my promise that I will be as particular as
possible in all that passes between me and my goddess.
Indeed, I never had a more illustrious subject to exercise my
pen upon. And is she not IN MY POWER? (399)
Even as he's boasting of his varied performance before her, however,
we begin to sense that he has begun to "shrink" in her eyes:
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I heard her in silence. But when it came to my turn, I
pleaded, I argued, I answered her, as well as I could—And
when humility would not do, I raised my voice and suffered
my eye to sparkle with anger; hoping to take advantage of
that sweet cowardice which is so amiable in the sex....She was
not intimidated, however. (413)
She refuses to deal with his "pretentious presence" and treats him as a
mere man—which is exactly how he does not want to be treated. It is
still early on, however, and he is able to sustain his illusion of control
over her:
My charmer has written to' her sister for her clothes, for
some gold and for some of her books. What books can tell
her more than she knows? But I can. So she had better study
me.
She may write. She must be obliged to me at last, with
her pride. (417)
Lovelace is willing to convey tolerance toward, even interest in, the
word. But finally, he sees himself as the only real text, the only
presence worth knowing.
Clarissa, however, still attempts real presence:
And what I want is present independence, and your immedi
ate absence.
You know, Mr Lovelace, proceeded I, why I am so
earnest for your absence. It is that I may appear to the world
independent of you; and in hopes, by that means, to find it
less difficult to set on foot a reconciliation with my
friends....I will, from time to time, acquaint you, by letter,
when you are absent, with every step I shall take, and with
every overture that shall be made to me. (457)
Clarissa's plan for presence is to creaxe physical distance, which would
then allow for real reconciliation. He is more interested in creating
linguistic deception—he wants to create a world that is more fascinating
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than the real world with its real possibilities of marriage. He wants a
Clarissa who can be absent in a real sense and present in a false one.
When it becomes apparent to Clarissa that Lovelace will not leave
her, she tries to create another kind of distance by secluding herself
from him and writing to Anna. This creates the same absent presence
that we saw in her home, and Lovelace's reaction is similar to her
family's—he wants her letters:
This gives me infinite curiosity to find out the subject of their
letters....An invasion in an article so sacred would ruin me
beyond retrieve. Yet it vexes me to the heart to think that
she is hourly writing her whole mind on all that passes
between her and me—I under the same roof with her—yet
kept at such awful distance, that I dare not break into a
correspondence that may perhaps be a means to blow me,
and all my devices up together! (463)
Lovelace differs chiefly from the Harlowes in that he does not care how
he obtains Clarissa's letters. Clarissa could prepare for her family's
invasion, but she does not know she has been invaded by Lovelace until
it is too late. She is absent and present in a different way in this stage.
She is absent in that she has lost control of her audience—her letters
(and Anna's) now have a third party reading them, and eventually
impersonating them. Clarissa is no longer corresponding with
"herself," let alone anyone else. And yet Lovelace is corresponding
with her without her knowledge. He knows her meanings without
having to return his, making his invasion of her letters crucial to the
rape. Letters mean something to Clarissa—they are commimion. For
Lovelace, they are a means to an end, and he specifically does not want
them to mean anything in themselves. He is right to observe that he
would be violating something sacred in breaking into this correspon
dence, but he convinces himself that his act is more clever than evil. In
tampering with her text, however, he has sullied the communion table:
he has violated the host.
Clarissa, though ignorant of his actions at this point, begins to
sense that her writing is not safe. She inspects her room at Mrs.
Sinclair's house to make sure she can write:
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As soon as she was gone, I inspected the doors, the windows,
the wainscot, the dark closet as well as the light one; and
finding very good fastenings to the door and to all the
windows, I again had recourse to my pen. (529)
This is instinctual on Clarissa's part, since, as Christina Marsden Gillis
points out, writing is the self for Clarissa:
To resist invasion of the room and the self, and to bolt
oneself in to write letter, may be seen as synonymous acts in
Clarissa. The letter written from a confined space projects an
internal, highly personalized drama, a drama of imagination
and survival of the psychic self.'
She also warns Anna to begin checking her seals, since "If I find him
base in this particular, I shall think him capable of any evil" (529).
Lovelace, in a prelude to the rape, attempts to take one of her letters
from her:
I clasped her hand, which had hold of the ravished paper,
between mine....Once more I got hold of the rumpled-up
letter!— Impudent man! were her words. (572)
Her account of it to Anna is telling:
We are quite out again. I have shut myself up from him. The
offence indeed not very great—and yet it is too. He had like
to have got a letter. (576)
Richardson blends this scene into the next, that of the fire, with a
skillful description by Lovelace to Belford of his failure to take
advantage of her actual presence:
Limbs, why thus convulsed!—Knees, till now so firmly knit,
why thus relaxed? Why beat ye thus together? Will not
these trembling fingers, which twice have refused to direct
' Christina Marsden Gillis,"Private Room and PublicSpace: The Paradox of Form in Clarissa'
Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 12 (1979); 161.
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the pen, and thus curvedly deform the paper, fail me in the
arduous moment? (722)

This failure on his part only underscores his refusal to experience the
real, and Richardson is right to link the two activities as twin failures.
As Lovelace's powers begin to fail him, Clarissa begins to learn
how to use her present power, and she undergoes a transformation that
places her in an entirely different sphere of presence than that of
Lovelace. Although Clarissa has begun to match Lovelace's discourse
in the early stages of her abduction, it is only after the fire and the rape
that she both loses presence as she has known it and regains it in a
transformed state. On the morning after the fire, she and Lovelace
have one of their few directly represented correspondences, and she is
clearly in control: "I cannot see you: nor will I, if I can help it....pen
and ink must be, at present, the only means of communication between
us" (730). Lovelace hates the reality of her physical absence. It is his
ideal of love turned back on himself. She is the one who has "left," and
he is the one losing his mind as a result. When still in control of her,
he had written Belford:
It is infinitely better for her and for me that we should not
marry!—What a delightful manner of life (oh that I could
persuade her to it!) would that be with such a lady! The
fears, the inquietudes, the uneasy days, the restless nights; all
arising from doubts of having disobliged me! Every absence
dreaded to be an absence for ever! And then, how amply
rewarded, and rewarding, by the rapture-causing return! [an
absence-cdinsmg return] Such a passion as this keeps love in a
continual fervour; makes it all alive. The happy pair, instead
of sitting dozing and nodding at each other in two opposite
chimney-corners in a winter-evening, and over a wintry love,
always new to each other, and having always something to
say. (521)
Clearly, he has never considered that he would be the one left. When
her absence from him is intensified by her escape, he is infuriated by his
loss of control:
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I am mad, stark mad, by Jupiter, at the thoughts of this!...Let
me perish, Belford, if a whole hecatomb of innocents, as the
little plagues are called, shall atone for the broken promise
and wicked artifices of this cruel creature. (737)
He cannot bear to be the one locked into a static, particular present
moment, one that is forced on him. He wants the freedom to be
eternally present and absent at the same time. Clarissa's dynamic
absence, then creates a crisis. His description of his wandering in her
room after she is gone is one of the most powerful in the book, and if
we did not know Lovelace, we would be tempted to think of him as a
tragic hero:
I have been traversing her room, meditating, or taking up
everything she but touched or used: the glass she dressed at I
was ready to break, for not giving me the personal image it
was wont to reflect, of her, whose idea is for ever present
with me. I call for her, now in the tenderest, now in the
most reproachful terms, as if within hearing: wanting her, I
want my own soul, at least everything dear to it. (740)
The description calls attention to the role of art throughout this
correspondence. Clarissa has already noted Lovelace's artful "gentle
ness". He himself mentions to Belford that "an adroitness in the art of
manual imitation was one of my earliest attainments" (700). And of
course, his greatest use of art is in the rape itself. He writes Belford:
Never blame me for giving way to have art used with this
admirable creature. All the princes of the air, or beneath it,
joining with me, could never have subdued her while she had
her senses. (899)
Clarissa has not been without art, either, but hers has always been in
self-defense, and she feels ashamed of having had to use it. When she
knows her closet will be searched (while she is still at home), she writes:
"But waiving this subject, it was not impossible, I said, that they might
find a little of my writing, and a pen or two and a little ink (hated
art!—or rather, hateful the necessity for it!)" (367). She uses art again in
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her escapes, which, in Lovelace's eyes, entirely justifies anything he has
done to her:
Now, Jack, will not her feints justify mine? Does she not
invade my province, thinkest thou? And is it not now fairly
come to Who shall most deceive and cheat the other} (759)
When, to buy herself some time, she writes metaphorically of her
death,
I HAVE good news to tell you I am setting out with all
diligence for my father's house....for I am overjoyed with the
assurance of a thorough reconciliation through the interposi
tion of a dear blessed friend, whom I always loved and
honoured, (1233)
she has reservations, but believes it will serve two purposes: it will
throw him off the track, and it may help throw him on the track: "She
said she meant only an innocent allegory that might carry instruction
and warning to you when the meaning was taken, as well as answer her
own hopes for the time" (1297). Lovelace's rage at her art stems from
his absolute impotence at this point of the correspondence—he cannot
reach her, because she is using a kind of deception he cannot under
stand:
I CANNOT but own that I am cut to the heart by this Miss
Harlowe's interpretation of her letter. She ought never to be
forgiven. She, a meek person, and a penitent, and innocent,
and pious, and I know not what, who can deceive with a foot
in the grave!—
'Tis evident that she sat down to write this letter with a
design to mislead and deceive. And if she be capable of that
at such a crisis, she has much need of God's forgiveness, as I
have of hers.
She is to send me a letter after she is in heaven, is she?
The devil take such allegories-, and the devil take thee for
calling this absurdity an mnocenf artifice! (1301-02)
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Hers is an innocent artifice, though, in the same way that parables are
stories that mask and reveal truth at the same time. Clarissa has learned
to use an acceptable deception, because after the rape she has become
a different writer, a different presence:
What you [Lovelace], or Mrs Sinclair, or somebody I cannot
tell who, have done to my poor head, you best know: but I
shall never be what I was. My head is gone. I have wept
away all my brain, I believe. (895)
This state of absence is actually her metamorphosis into a different
presence, with a different discourse. Lovelace describes her coming to
him at night, after the rape:
She was dressed in a white damask night-gown....I was sitting,
with my pen in my fingers.
She entered with such dignity in her manner, as struck
me with great awe, and prepared me for the poor figure I
made in the subsequent conversation.
She came up with quick steps, pretty close to me; a
white handkerchief in her hand; her eyes neither fierce nor
mild, but very earnest; and a fixed sedateness in her whole
aspect, which seemed to be the effect of deep contemplation:
and thus she accosted me, with an air and action that I never
saw equalled.
He tries to speak, but this time the words fail him in her presence:
Here I made an hesitating effort to speak, laying down my
pen—but she proceeded. Hear me out, guilty wretch!—aban
doned man!—Mrfn did I say?—Yet what name else can I?
Lovelace rightly mistakes this presence for that of a holy, judging God:
By my soul, Belford, my whole frame was shaken: for not
only her looks, and her action, but her voice, so solemn, was
inexpressibly affecting: and then my cursed guilt, and her
innocence and merit, and rank, and superiority of talents, all
stared me at that instant in the face so formidably, that my
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present account, to which she unexpectedly called me,
seemed, as I then thought, to resemble that general one to
which we are told we shall be summoned, when our con
science shall be our accuser. (899-900)

His reaction is a far cry from the "sweet remembrance [of] all the
delights of presence"' because in his earlier forceful consumption of
Clarissa he has ignored the warning of such devotional writers as Simon
Patrick to prepare himself properly for communion, so that the
"benefits of the sacrament [might] 'afford a most sweet and delightsome
relish.Instead, he is faced with the consequences of his partaking in
an unworthy manner.
A sign of Lovelace's hardness is that, as terrified as he is by this
new Clarissa, he continues to think he can still possess her. The
penknife scene, however, reinforces the new power she has over him:
Thank God!—Thank God! said the angel—Delivered for the
present] for the present delivered from myself. Keep, sir, keep
that distance: that distance has saved a life; to what reserved,
the Almighty only knows! (951)
Soon after this, she escapes him for the last time, and their respective
responses to this act are exactly the reverse of what they were to her
capture and rape:
Lovelace: I AM ruined, undone, blown-up, destroyed, and
worse than annihilated, that's certain! (969)
Clarissa: I RESUME my pen! (987)
From here to the end of the novel, Clarissa is both absolute
absence and and absolute presence in Lovelace's life. Although she is
as material as when the novel began, Lovelace essentializes her in a
desperate attempt to hide from his own absence at this point:

' Redford, Converse, 2.
The Works of Simon Patrick, ed. Alexander Taylor, 9 volumes (Oxford: The University Press,
1858), 1:288. Quoted in John Spurr, The Restoration Church of England, 1646-1689 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 345.
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Your whole conduct, madam, has been so nobly principled
and your resentments are so admirably just, that you appear
to me even in a divine light; and in an infinitely more
amiable one at the same time than you could have appeared
in had you not suffered the barbarous wrongs that now fill
my mind with anguish and horror at my own recollected
villainy to the most excellent of women. (1185)
Just when we think he may have begun to see a little, he tries again to
assert his presence into hers by suggesting that his violence against her
has served a higher good. Internally, however, he is wasting away. Of
himself, he writes to Belford:
Having lost her, my whole soul is a blank: the whole creation
round me, the elements above, beneath, and everything I
behold (for nothing can I enjoy) is a blank without her! (1023)
He pitifully attempts to offer his absent self as an atonement for his
very present state of damnation:
Little as I have reason to expect either your patient ear or
forgiving heart, yet cannot I forbear to write to you once
more (as a more pardonable intrusion perhaps than a visit
would be), to beg of you to put it in my power to atone, as
far as it is possible to atone for the injuries I have done you.
In this case, I will submit to your pleasure; and there
shall be no penance which you can impose that I will not
cheerfully undergo, if you will be pleased to give me hope
that after an expiation,...you will at last be mine. (1185)
Her final letter, however, refuses to allow him to use her or himself as
his expiation. Of him, she writes: "Your golden dream cannot long
last" (1426). Of herself, she writes: "As to myself, you have only
robbed me of what once were my favourite expectations in the
transient life I shall have quitted when you receive this" (1426). For
her, he has become an agent that, having served its purpose, no longer
exists for her: "Where is he? He shall fly away as a dream: he shall be
chased away as a vision of the night" (1427). He cannot bear the
thought, even to the end, of having so little control over her: "Living

110

1650-1850

or dying, she is mine—and only mine. Have I not earned her
dearly?—Is not damnation likely to be the purchase to me, though a
happy eternity will be hers?" (1358). Of course, his boast is an empty
one, and after her death he does begin to "fly away as a dream":
Ever since the fatal seventh of this month, I have been lost to
myself, and to all the joys of life....But it won't do!—I must
again lay down my pen—Oh Belford, Belford! I am still, I am
still, most miserably absent from myself! Shall never, never,
more be what I was! (1428)
This final cry, and his pitiful attempt at expiation at the end of the
novel, fail because he does not understand what "commtmion,"
"atonement," and "expiation" mean. He may be sincere at this point,
but he is still blind, so his sincerity is pathetic and desperate instead of
noble or tragic.
Ironically, he probably could have retained his presence on his
own terms with anyone other than a Clarissa. While absent from her
he could still keep his view of himself intact—a view that has depended
upon his never really being present to any of the women he has
conquered before. His whole understanding of sex is infantile and
masturbatory—he has used their bodies for his purposes, but he has
never entered another person.
His attraction to Clarissa is obsessive because she refuses to
become infatuated with him on his terms. She is attracted to him, but
this attraction dies quickly once she is with him. He is unprepared for
her, and he naively (of the two he is much more naive because he is
more self-deceived than she is, and he never undeceives himself, as she
does) assumes that, although she may take more time, she will be his.
He does not understand that she is a different kind of presence—real
presence—and that she demands by nature his real presence. Her
commands for him to depart are similar to God's to Moses when they
meet ("you are on holy grotmd"). He must leave so he can return
sanctified. He will not leave, and his chief sin becomes one of presump
tion.
When \ie presses his point and is his most menacing, he is also at his
most pitiful, and although Clarissa seems defeated by the rape, the
tables turn because she is now impervious to any earthly harm and he
is now vulnerable to the wrath of God. Even though she is "absent"
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from the rape in the sense of her drugged state, she afterward forces him
to be continually present at it, to experience it as something that really
happened and really meant something, the last thing he wants to
recognize. Her letters, however, will not let him forget. As Janet
Gurkin Altman quotes Kafka:
It is truly a communication with spectres, not only with the
spectre of the addressee but also with one's own phantom,
which evolves underneath one's own hand in the very letter
one is writing or even in a series of letters, where one letter
reinforces the other and can refer to it as a witness.''
Throughout the book Lovelace wants to deny that anything means
anything, especially an act as significant as sex or rape. He is not
interested in making meaning, and he will not accept that he has made
a meaning in raping Clarissa—that he has, in fact, corresponded with
her. But he has, and, in so doing, he has stormed into the presence of
holiness without the protection of grace. His absence can be the only
result.

" Janet Gurkin Altman, Epistolarity: Approaches to a Form (Columbus: Ohio State University
Press, 1982), 2.

